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  Chapter One


Amelia
“How many people have signed up so far?” Mayor Anderson’s usually cheerful drawl has a sharp edge to it that puts me on high alert. 
On my computer, I open the newest email in my inbox. But instead of reading, I squish my cell phone between my ear and shoulder and reach for the Dogwood Grove Community Spring Clean-Up Day sign-up sheet, giving it a quick glance.
“I have fifty-four,” I answer with all the optimism I can muster.
She hisses. “That’s not enough.”
“I wouldn’t worry about it. People always show up at the last minute. We ended up with over eighty volunteers last year.”
As I talk, I skim the email and try not to groan out loud. The corporate retreat group from New York are changing their schedule once again. Now they want to go hiking tomorrow instead of Friday. I want to reply that they can’t treat us this way. That it’s not because we’re a small town that we don’t have tight schedules too. That we don’t need their big city money. Except that we do need their money. And my job as their fun director, as they’ve so named me, is to keep them happy and hope that they recommend the Dogwood Tourist Agency to as many people as possible when their trip is over.
“You don’t understand,” Mayor Anderson whines. “The mayor of Clearview was heard bragging that over a hundred people showed up at their community clean-up day last week.”
Well, she sure knows how to speak my language. Clearview, our neighboring town, opened a new high-end resort two years ago that’s been stealing our tourists. They have a restaurant and their own tour guides so the guests never come out of the resort, thus bringing nothing to anyone outside. The opposite of what we’re trying to build here at Dogwood Grove, where our goal is to make our guests experience all the charms of our small mountain town.
Not that the rivalry between Clearview and Dogwood started with the resort. They’ve been enemies for decades. That’s just when I, originally from Oakridge, got roped in. 
“Alright,” I say. “I’m on it. We’ll have over a hundred eager volunteers by Saturday morning.”
“That’s what I like to hear.” 
She chuckles, and it’s infectious enough to make me smile despite my bad mood.
But when I hang up the phone, I’m faced with that email again. 
I need to contact the guide for the hike, Blake Wilson, and hope he won’t be too mad with the change of plans. He runs the Dogwood Den, the pub in the old town, and may already be busy. 
My stomach churns. I can’t call Blake. I haven’t seen him or any of my—Ethan’s—friends since Ethan and I separated a little over a month ago. 
He got to keep the friends, and I got…
I can’t think of a single thing. Ethan took everything from me.
My eyes water, and I turn my swivel chair so that my back is to the window that separates Ethan’s office from the rest of the room, even though he has the shades down. He doesn’t want to see me any more than I want to see him.
Sure, we share custody of Chase, our eight-year-old son. And we share the house, which Chase lives in full time and Ethan and I take turns living in for a week. And we share our business—this office—the tourist agency that we started together eight years ago. But it feels like half of everything, and all of nothing. And I miss Chase.
Ethan’s office door opens and I rub my eyes, pretending that I’m rubbing away the blurriness after spending too much time on the computer and not wiping away tears. 
“I need to talk to you,” he says to my back, sounding annoyed.
He’s been sounding annoyed with me for over a year now, so at least that’s not new. I don’t want to see or talk to him. But at least now, I can tell him to call Blake himself.
I turn and put on a smile that even I know must look fake. Because what can you do when your husband leaves you for a younger woman but keep smiling?
“What’s up?”
He glances at the front door as if someone might walk in at any moment. “Can we talk in my office?”
That’s not good. If he wants privacy, it means he wants to talk about divorce stuff. And from the sour look on his—it’s so unfair, why is he so handsome—face, it’s not something I’m going to like.
I follow him inside the office, noticing the crispness of his pants, and the way his purple—of all colors!—button-down shirt perfectly highlights his broad shoulders. His straight nose is perfectly proportioned with his sharp cheekbones and square jaw. He looks good. Happy. There are no bags under his eyes, and the light wrinkle lines on his face are relaxed, faded. He’s the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. And we used to look good together. But now…
I’m a forty-year-old woman, who's twenty pounds overweight, with stretch marks and sad, tired eyes. I’m wearing the same old dress I wore two days ago because most of my nice clothes are still at the house, and I spent last night in the small studio apartment that we rent in the old town for whoever isn’t staying at the house with Chase that week. I feel frumpy and out of shape and sad.
“I want the house,” Ethan says the moment my butt hits the chair in front of his desk.
“What?”
“Look, I know it’s not what we agreed to in the beginning, but come on! We built that house on land my parents gave me. It’s my house.”
We built the house on land his parents gave us. It was a wedding gift. A lump settles in my throat. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.
“I know,” Ethan says, stopping me from replying. “We financed the build together. So I’m willing to give you half of what we spent to build it.”
Half of what we spent to build it is less than one fifth of what the house is worth today. But that’s not what’s making the blood pound in my ears right now.
“We agreed that we wanted Chase to have his home, his room, that we weren’t going to force him to move every week. We agreed we were going to do what’s best for him. What the hell happened?”
Ethan raises his hands up in a defensive gesture at my tone. “Things change. And kids are very adaptable. Chase doesn’t seem upset at all by the divorce. You need to give him more credit.”
Right, because I’m the bad mom here who’s not giving her son credit. Chase doesn’t seem upset because he’s still in denial. He still thinks Mom and Dad are going to get back together and everything will be alright.
But Ethan already knows all this. We were on the same page when we talked about it a week ago.
“What changed?” I ask, my voice cold enough to give me goosebumps.
Ethan hesitates, but finally says, “Charlotte and I are moving in together. I can’t ask her to move every week. It wouldn’t be fair to her.”
My vision goes red. It wouldn’t be fair for his mistress to move every week, but it’s fine for my son?!
I am frozen speechless as my brain tries to work out which insult to throw at him first. But before I can say anything, he stands up.
“I have to go pick up Chase,” he says, his legs moving so fast he’s practically running for the door. “You think about it and we’ll talk later.”
He exits the room, but pops his head back in. “But just so you know, I’m not leaving the house on Friday. If you want Chase, he’ll have to stay with you.”
He leaves the office, and I hear the front door chime when he opens it, then slams it shut behind him.
I walk back to my desk, numb.
I thought I was done being betrayed by Ethan now that we’re separated. But he already went back on his word to stay with me forever, so why not also break his word about keeping the house for Chase. But the stabbing pain in my chest feels just as sharp as the day he told me he was leaving. This was my person for almost twenty years. How did we get here? How can he do this? Why?
The tears come down like torrential rain.
I can’t do this. It’s only three p.m. and I have to be here until six. I can’t think about this right now. I need to postpone the breakdown. I don’t want to be caught crying at work.  
I quickly freshen up in the bathroom, splashing water on my face. I’m not wearing any makeup. When you’re prone to crying spontaneously, it’s safer not to wear mascara.
I take a few deep breaths and go back to my desk.
The email from the New York corporate retreat is still open. Right. Someone needs to call Blake and ask if we can move the hiking trip to tomorrow morning. And then I need to reply to the email with an answer. And since I’d rather have my right arm ripped off by an angry grizzly bear than talk to Ethan right now, I guess I’m the one who has to do it.
I tap my heel up and down as I search for Blake’s number in my phone. I always liked Blake, and he always seemed to like me. But that was when I was his best friend’s wife. He was Ethan’s best man at our wedding. Now I’m his best friend’s ex, and other than exchanging a few quick hellos, we haven’t talked in a month, and I don’t know where we stand.
For all I know, he hates my guts.
Well, this is business, and there’s really no way out of it.
I call.
The phone rings twice and a rich, deep voice answers. “Amelia?”
I don’t know why the sound of my name on Blake’s lips makes my belly flutter. But I let out a sigh of relief. There’s no anger in his voice. If anything, he sounds pleasantly surprised.
“Hey,” I say, my voice uncharacteristically quavering with nerves. “It’s been a while.”
“How are y—I’ve been meaning to—what’s up?”
I’m glad he doesn’t finish that first question. There’s nothing worse than people asking me how I’m doing. I’m either forced to lie and say everything is fine when it’s not or tell the truth and make them uncomfortable.
“The clients that reserved the hike on Friday want to know if they can move it to tomorrow,” I say, getting straight to business. “I know you might be busy…”
“No. It’s fine. I’ll ask Bryce to cover my shift at the bar. Tomorrow’s good.”
“Great.” The first bit of good news I’ve heard all day. “We’ll see you on the trail tomorrow at seven a.m. sharp.”
“See you tomorrow, Amelia.”

      [image: ]Blake
“See you tomorrow, Amelia.” I hang up the phone, feeling a mixture of excitement and guilt. 
Her voice, while friendly, held an apprehensive undertone that twisted my gut into knots. 
I should have called her before. I should have checked up on her, made sure she was alright after the breakup, told her that she had a friend in me no matter what happened with Ethan. But how could I when other than Ethan—and Charlotte—I was sure that I was the last person she ever wanted to see.
I won’t admit that fear of seeing her crying had any impact on my choice to keep my distance, because letting your friends suffer alone just to save yourself from emotional pain is the lowliest, most cowardly thing someone could do. 
And I am no coward, but…
I swallow down that thought with a large gulp of my coffee and slam the cup back down on the oak-top bar, making my brother, Bryce, jump.
“What do you need me to cover you for?” he asks, wiping down a beer glass before storing it away on a shelf below the bar.
“I’m sorry.” I get up from the bar stool and bring my cup to the sink to rinse it out. “I know you wanted the day off for your birthday, but the hikers I was supposed to lead on Friday asked if we could move it to tomorrow. I couldn’t tell Amelia no.”
From the way his eyes darken at the mention of her name, I know Bryce won’t be able to say no either. To say that we’ve all been carrying a lot of guilt since Amelia and Ethan’s breakup would be an understatement. We don’t like that she’s been cut off from the group even though she’s done nothing wrong. But what could we do? We let the two of them lead how they wanted to deal with the breakup, and Ethan seemed to think that since we were his friends first, he should remain part of the group.
There’s not much any of us can do about it. And we do want Ethan to stay. It’s been the six of us—the gang—since high school. None of us wants to lose another member. But it doesn’t mean we have to like it.
To be honest, none of us have hung out much since the separation. We’re all having a hard time forgiving Ethan.
“You can have Friday off,” I say, slapping Bryce on the back as I pass by. “I’ll cover your shift.”
“Fine,” he grumbles.
But despite his agreement, I can tell something’s not sitting right with him.
I grab the pile of mail next to the cash register.
“What is it?” I ask.
I know it must have to do with more than just working the morning shift on his birthday. Bryce has never been scared to work hard.
“Charlotte’s working tomorrow morning.”
His voice is perfectly neutral as he says it, but I know what he really means. He doesn’t want to see her, let alone work with her.
And I don’t blame him.
It’s not just Amelia that Ethan and Charlotte fooled. It was all of us. Bryce in particular. While Charlotte never officially dated Bryce, she flirted with him to get access to our friend group. She pretended to like him, when all this time, she was hunting for Ethan.
She had been working at the bar for a few months when she started to show interest in Bryce, asking to go with him to all our outings. Of course, we know now that she did it to be closer to Ethan, so the two of them could hang out with none of us being the wiser. 
Really, it’s no wonder none of us are too happy with him right now. He fooled us all.
“I can move her shift, and maybe Brody can take it?”
Our brother Brody doesn’t work at the bar. He prefers to spend his time outdoors. But he helps out when we need him.
“No,” Bryce says. “He has his camping trip.”
Right. Brody’s on his yearly camping trip in the wilderness by himself. It’s the reason Ethan asked me to lead the hike instead of Brody on Friday.
“It’s fine,” Bryce says. “I’m going to have to learn to deal with her eventually. It doesn’t look like Ethan plans on breaking up with her any time soon.”
No. In fact, Ethan was excitedly telling me last night about the two of them moving in together.
I sit back down on my favorite stool, the one at the end of the bar and sort through the mail. 
Bryce is right. We’ll all have to accept and move on in the end. As painful as it might be.
The thought of Amelia with a new guy doesn’t really sit right with me either. But I’m going to have to accept it. Ethan doesn’t deserve her loyalty anymore. And she should be happy.
A letter from the mayor’s office catches my eye. I rip it open and read.
“Seriously?” I growl.
“What?” Bryce comes around the counter to look over my shoulder, but he’s several inches shorter than me and can’t see, so he rips the letter from my hand as I reach for my cell phone and dial Mayor Anderson’s number.
I’ve got a lot of pent-up anger, and I just found a target for it.
“Blake Wilson,” she answers, her voice raising at the end like she’s asking a question, when I know she knows exactly why I’m calling.
“Come on!” I hear Bryce complain as he reads over the letter.
“What the hell is the matter now?” I bark into the phone.
“There is no need for such language, Blake. I’m assuming you got the letter about the council’s decision?”
“Yeah, I got your letter. And all I have to say is what the hell?”
“It’s all there in the letter. There’s really nothing I can do—”
“Did I not file all the paperwork that you ask me to?”
“Yes, but—”
“Did I not spend two thousand dollars to hire a marketing firm to draw up a report showing how beneficial a brewery would be for Dogwood?”
“Yes, but if you’d let me ex—”
“Did I not take you and the council out to an expensive dinner to discuss the renovations to the bar?”
“Okay, now you’re trying to make it sound like I asked you to bribe us, and I won’t—”
“So just tell me. What else do you want from me? When will it ever be enough?”
“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Nothing. Never. It’s over. The council has made their final decision. They want to preserve the historical architecture of the building. They won’t allow you to make those changes. They’re happy to let you open your brewery without doing any construction—”
“There’s not enough room—”
“Or you can build it outside of town.”
“So that’s it?”
“That’s it.”
“And there’s nothing I can do to change their minds?”
“No. It’s final.”
“So, it was all for nothing?”
“Well, at least we got to enjoy a nice dinner—”
I hang up the phone.
“That’s it,” I tell Bryce.
“No brewery?”
“No brewery.”






  
  Chapter Two


Amelia
I want nothing more than to hide in my studio apartment, put on sweatpants, and pig out on ice cream while watching reruns of my favorite TV shows. 
Strange how this breakup is turning me into an introvert. Ethan always complained about my chattiness and my need to socialize all the time. Turns out breaking up with me was all he needed to do to change me. 
I hate it.
But Scarlett, my friend and Ethan’s sister, begged me to have dinner with her and her daughter. So, instead of doing what I want to do, I walk over to Scarlett’s house. She’s only a twenty-minute walk away from the office. I wave at the people I pass on the street and even stop to chat with one of the moms from Chase’s school, and I pretend that everything is normal and my life hasn’t been completely uprooted and turned upside down.
Scarlett lives in an old house near the center of town that she and her husband, Wyatt, bought before he died. She lives there with their ten-year-old daughter, Penelope, who was only two years old at the time of Wyatt’s accident.
When I ring the doorbell, I hear Penny’s footsteps running toward the door. She bangs it open and throws herself at me.
“Auntie Ames!” she screams in my ear.
I hug her tight and find myself genuinely smiling for the first time today.
“Hey, Penny, I missed you!”
“Guess what?” She drags me into the modest living room.
Being that Wyatt died shortly after they purchased the house, Scarlett hasn’t had the income to do all the renovations they’d initially planned out. The living room, dining room, and kitchen are still three separate rooms and not the open floor plan that Scarlett dreamed about.
“What?” I wave to Scarlett, who’s in the kitchen standing in front of the stove stirring a large pot.
“I saw Chase in school today.”
Oh.
“I told him you were coming over for dinner. He was soooo jealous.”
A fist tightens around my heart.
“Penny!” Scarlett scolds. “That’s not very nice.”
“What? I invited him. I told him to ask Uncle Ethan, but he said there’s no need because he knows that he’ll say no. But I don’t see why! He didn’t break up with me.”
“It’s alright, Penny,” I say, trying to keep the heavy lump out of my throat. “I’m sure Chase is busy with his dad. He has baseball practice tonight. We’ll have dinner again when Chase is with me. It’ll be fun!”
Penny shrugs her shoulders.
“Why don’t you go practice your violin while we get dinner ready?” Scarlett asks her daughter.
“Fine,” Penny walks to her room, dragging her feet.
“I’m sorry.” Scarlett hugs me. “I tried to explain to her what a breakup is, but I don’t think she understands how emotional it is for you. Or Chase.”
“It’s fine.”
Penny doesn’t have a dad. How could she understand?
I hear the muffled sound of a violin getting tuned behind a closed door as I go to the counter where tomatoes and cucumbers sit on a cutting board. I grab the knife and start slicing a tomato.
“How are you?” Scarlett asks.
I’m not sure if she’s genuinely asking or if it’s her roundabout way of finding out if Ethan told me to move out. After all, I don’t know how much of our breakup he shares with his sister.
But I’m not going to lie to my friend for him.
“He wants me out of the house.” I chop down hard, the sound of the knife beating down to the tune of the violin.
“What?” Scarlett drops her wooden spoon and turns to face me. “But I thought you’d agreed to share?”
I nod. “He changed his mind. He wants Charlotte to move in with him.”
Scarlett shakes her head. “I’m going to kill him.”
A nervous laugh escapes me. I wish. I wish life were so fair that Ethan could suffer as bad as I do. 
But it’s not!
He’s happy, I’m in pain. 
He wins, I lose.
“I hope you know that I’m on your side.” Scarlett puts her hand on my shoulder. “You’ll always be my sister. There’s nothing he can do to stop that.”
I drop my head.
“If he marries her, you’ll have a new sister. And there’s nothing you can do about that.”
She huffs. “That’s not what I mean. I’m not talking about sisters-in-law. I’m talking about the family you choose. You’re the sister I never had. Period.”
I hug her tight, so she knows I feel the same way even if it’s hard for me to talk right now.
Scarlett leads me to a chair. “Sit. Talk to me.”
“I just can’t believe it. First, she stole my husband, now my home, then it will be my son. Chase will be spending half his time with her.”
“You’re Chase’s mom. You’ll always be his number one.”
But I shake my head because that’s not the point. Even if I’m still Chase’s favorite, she doesn’t deserve Chase. She doesn’t deserve any part of him. She doesn’t deserve to be his number two. It’s not fair!
“And you know what the worst part is?”
Scarlett rubs my back waiting for me to keep talking.
“I wanted more children, and Ethan didn’t. And soon she’ll be pregnant, and I’ll be…”
I can’t talk as I struggle to breathe.
“You don’t know that.”
“Neither do you.”
Scarlett lets out a deep sigh. “You’re right. I’m sorry, Amelia.”
She holds my head on her shoulder, and I cry until I have no tears left.

      [image: ]I wake up early. After I cried my eyes out and Penny went to sleep last night, Scarlett and I emptied a bottle of wine. I’m not hungover per se, but I feel spent. Like all those tears have taken my very essence and there’s not much of me left.
I get dressed in leggings, a formfitting T-shirt, and a sweatshirt to fight off the early-May morning chill. I don’t have any clean work clothes left in this closet. I guess I won’t have that problem next week when Ethan drops off a big box of all my stuff. That is, if he hasn’t given it to Charlotte yet. 
All the tourists will be wearing their hiking gear anyway, so I don’t care about being casual. And I’m not expecting anyone at the office today.
I meet the group in front of my office. It’s dark inside, still too early for Ethan to show up. I give them my little speech about the benefits of physical exercise and the beauty that they’re about to witness. The air is crisp and refreshing, and I expect they’ll have perfectly clear skies. Then I tell them to follow me to the big parking lot where two vans wait for us. We divide into two groups and drive off. 
The drivers give their usual tour, pointing out all the local spots as we pass on our way up the mountain. When we arrive at Parking Lot A, I spot Blake’s ancient—he's had that truck for as long as I've known him—black Ford pickup through the van’s window, and my heart starts to race.
Blake is leaning against his truck, arms crossed over his chest. His arms are bare despite the chill. And they bulge. Everything about him is large. He’s not handsome like Ethan, he’s too rough. But he’s got a pronounced brow over hazel eyes that have an unnerving way of staring. Those eyes pierce through me as I exit the van, and I have to look away.
I lead the group to gather in front of him. He gives them a speech of his own, mostly about safety protocols while out on the trail. Finally, he claps his hands, ready to go.
I say goodbye to Claudia, the group’s HR manager, and tell her that I’ll meet them back here in five hours. 
But Blake approaches me. “Come with us.”
It’s not really a question. Blake can be bossy. We tease him about it a lot. 
A wave of homesickness hits me. I miss my friends.
But I also have work waiting for me at the office.
“I have to go. But I’ll be back in time to pick them up.”
Blake grabs my elbow. A zing of electricity shoots up my arm as he pulls me aside to talk privately.
“A walk would do you good.”
I subconsciously rub my face. How bad do I look? “I’m fine.”
“You could use some fun.”
I laugh at that, but not a funny laugh, a you-must-be-joking laugh.
But his face is dead serious.
“Yes, come with us,” Claudia says, and a few of her coworkers cheer.
I raise my hands up in the air. “Fine.”
I like hiking. And Blake who was my bartender, knows you don’t have to ask me three times when it comes to having a good time.
“I’ll take the lead. You take up the back.” Blake grins as he walks past me to the front of the group.
“Let’s go,” I say to Claudia with a shrug.
We walk up the mountain trail. I’ve done this one before, but it was years ago when Ethan and I were still dating. I try not to think about that.
Thankfully, the group is very chatty. They’re all curious about small-town life, and I’m happy to answer their questions about Dogwood Grove. I tell them all about the homemade baked goods at the Grove Grind Cafe, owned by our friend Avery. I tell them about Blake’s pub, which results in a cheer of agreement to have a beer at the Dogwood Den after the hike, and then Blake calls out that the first round is on him, and that really gets them going. I tell them about the great schools and our safety record. I love my town, and I love talking about it.
We stop on a hilltop with a great view of the river and valley below, with Dogwood Grove surrounded by nature. I try to make out the school, wondering what Chase is up to.
Blake calls for a break, and Claudia calls her people to gather around her. She has some team building activity planned for them while they snack.
I separate from the group, finding a flat spot to sit and look at the view. My stomach grumbles and I wish I had a snack too. Claudia was nice enough to give me a spare bottle of water, but I don’t feel comfortable asking her for food too.
“Is this spot taken?” Blake asks, pointing at the ground next to me.
I smile and shake my head. “It’s as free as any other spot on this hilltop.”
I don’t want him to feel obligated to talk to me if he’d rather not.
But he plops down next to me, sitting a smidgen too close.
A whiff of his cologne tickles my nose. It’s fresh and zesty with a spicy nutmeg undertone. It's yummy and sexy, and underneath, there’s a richer scent that is all Blake. I’ve smelled Blake before, but in the past I ignored it. I was married. I never breathed it in and lingered in it. But I’m free now. Now I can let it travel through me, leaving goosebumps in all my sensitive places. Now I can wonder what it would be like to rub my nose against his neck and breathe him all in.
I don’t do it though, that would be weird. 
He reaches into his backpack and pulls out a sandwich. He tears it in half and hands one half to me. “Eat.”
I can’t help but smile at his terse bossiness. “Thanks. You sure you don’t mind?”
“I invited you on the hike unprepared. It’s my responsibility to feed you.”
I bite into the sandwich and close my eyes. The mustard and meat flavor combined with the hot sun warming my face, and Blake’s smell still in the mix, is a special kind of pleasure. It’s as if my soul is slowly seeping back into my body, and I’m able to feel joy for the first time in a month.
I open my eyes. Blake is watching me with his intense gaze.
“You were right,” I say. “I did need this.”
He bumps my shoulder with his, practically knocking me over.
I laugh. “Thank you.”
“No need to thank me.” He looks down at his feet, and it’s like being in the spotlight and then the light suddenly going out. “I’m sorry.”
“For what?” A weight settles on my chest. I know he's about to start talking about Ethan, and the small amount of peace I managed to find here is about to be ripped away from me.
“I should have called you after… I should have stopped by… At a minimum, I should have made sure that you were alright. That’s what friends do.”
“You were Ethan’s friend first.” I shrug. “It’s normal that you would take his side.”
Blake’s head jerks up and his eyes burn with repressed emotion. “I’m not taking his side. No one with an ounce of morality could take his side. But he is my friend. And you can’t stop your friends from making mistakes.”
My heart warms at him thinking Ethan dumping me was a mistake.
He keeps talking. “And you can’t stay friends with someone for forty years if you can’t swallow your judgment and let them make their own choices.”
I wrap my arms around my knees, feeling the need to make myself smaller. “I know.”
“But I’m also your friend. And I should have checked that you’re alright.”
“Shit,” I whisper, not wanting the others to hear our private conversation. “Do I look that bad?”
“No! You don’t look bad, you just look… lost.”
I lay my head on my knees. “I feel lost.” 
“Can I help?”
“Ethan wants the house,” I blurt out.
I don’t know what I’m expecting. For Blake to change Ethan’s mind? It’s not very probable.
“He wants Charlotte to move into my house with him, and Chase to spend half his time in that damn studio apartment with me.”
I swear one day I’ll be able to get through that sentence without tearing up but today is not that day.
“And the worst part is he wants to pay me a fifth of the property’s value for it because his parents gave ‘him’ the land. They gave us the land. It was a wedding present to both of us. He’s not offering to pay me back half of the ten thousand dollars my parents gave us to help pay for the wedding.”
Blake rubs my back, warming my skin and keeping me grounded, keeping me from turning into a puddle of tears like I did last night at Scarlett’s house.
“What do you want?”
I shake my head, unable to answer. “Not this.”
“Do you want to get back with him?”
“No! I could never trust him again after this. And to be honest, I kind of hate him right now.”
“The idea of keeping and sharing the house so Chase could stay at home was ideal, but it doesn’t work if both of you aren’t willing to make it work.”
“What are you saying? I should just give him what he wants?”
“Absolutely not. I’m just trying to get to the bottom of what you want. Do you want to keep the house? Kick him out?”
I think about it. I imagine Chase and I living in that house by ourselves. A sense of claustrophobia overcomes me.
“No, not really. I don’t want to constantly be reminded of Ethan.”
“Well, in that case, I see two possible options.”
“Really? Because I’ve been thinking about it all night, and I can think of a lot more, like burning down the place and collecting the insurance money. Or flooding it. Or tearing it down—”
“One,” he says, ignoring my reasonable suggestions. “You get a lawyer and fight to have the property sold and get your fair half of the money.”
“I don’t want a lawyer. I don’t want Chase to be questioned or put in the middle.”
“Two,” he continues. “You give Ethan the house, but you ask for something you want in exchange.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. Is there anything you share that you want to keep for yourself?”
“Well, Chase. But that would be selfish. As much as I’d love to take Chase away from Ethan, I can’t take his father away from Chase. He deserves both of his parents in his life. And for all his flaws, Ethan’s a decent father.”
“Anything else?”
I lean my head to the side, thinking, when my eyes catch the group of tourists finishing up their snacks and standing back up.
“The agency,” I whisper, mostly talking to myself.
I love my job, and I’m great at it. And I’m much happier when Ethan isn’t in the office. Besides, there’s nothing he does that I can’t do myself or hire someone else to do.
“Ethan would hate that,” I say. “It’s as much his baby as it is mine.”
“So much the better.” Blake’s sideways grin screams of danger, and it makes my stomach flutter.
“He might refuse.”
“Then he doesn’t get the house.”
“We’re ready to go,” Claudia says, coming up behind us and throwing her pack onto her back.
Blake stands up and offers me a hand. I take it and let him pull me up like I weigh the same as a feather.
On our walk back down, I feel like a different woman. I have a purpose now. I love the idea of owning the agency on my own. I could finally do all the projects Ethan would normally veto. I could use our funds the way I see fit without having to compromise. I would be my own person again.
Claudia hangs back with me at the end of the line.
“Blake is hot, huh?” she says, loud enough so a few people look back at her with mischievous smiles.
The flask they were passing around probably wasn’t coffee. Claudia is married, and her husband is with her on this trip, so I know she’s not asking for herself.
My cheeks warm, but I want to play it cool.
“Yeah, sure.” 
Blake isn’t pretty, but he’s got this sexy magnetism that draws you in. In all the years I’ve known him, he’s never had trouble finding women to spend time with… when he was in the mood, that is. 
“You know, there’s no better way to get over a breakup than a rebound.”
Claudia winks at me and I nearly trip over a rock sticking out of the dirt.
Now I’m sure my entire face is flushed. “Oh no. We’re friends. Besides, Blake is strictly a one-night-stand kind of guy.”
Or a one-week stand. Rarely, one month. Basically, he’s in as long as it’s fun. The moment the girl falls in love with him, he’s out.
“So? Those kind of guys make the perfect rebound. I mean, did you see his hands? You just know that he knows how to use them. You have one great night with him, and then you feel better.”
Images of Blake’s hands pop into my mind uninvited. It’s getting warm out here.
My whole body comes alive at the thought of one great night of sex. I miss sex. It’s been several months since the last time Ethan and I had sex. And even then, there was nothing great about it. Ethan liked to keep it quick. I should have realized something was wrong. I just thought he was busy.
“Sex is nice. But how does getting dumped by a second guy make me feel better?”
Claudia shakes her head and gives me a you’re-so-innocent look.
“You know he’s a rebound from the start. You’re not looking for a relationship. But at the end of the night, when you lay your head on your pillow, your ex isn’t the last man you’ve slept with anymore, so he’s got a little less of a hold on you. You know you can have fun and be sexy with someone else. And it makes it easier to move on to the right guy.”
Huh.
I’ve been so busy being angry and feeling sorry for myself. It’s too soon for me to picture myself with someone else. I was in a committed marriage last month, and I’m not the kind of person who can change gears that fast and be in a new relationship next month. But Claudia makes a good point. I would feel better if Ethan wasn’t the last person I’d slept with. Not just the last, but the only person I’ve slept with in nearly twenty years. It’s hard not to feel like my body still belongs to him. And it might be a stupid way to get there, but it would help to bring me back to a mental state where my body belongs to me.
“Thanks,” I say.
And I mean it. I feel like I’ve got plans now. Plans to get my life back.
“I’ll think about dating casually. But not with Blake. He’s a friend.”
Claudia makes a tsk sound with her tongue. “Friends can help each other out.”






  
  Chapter Three


Blake
Usually, hiking is a great way to clear my head. But today I feel like it’s getting more and more stuffed, and it’s difficult to parse my emotions. 
I’m pissed at Ethan. Two months ago, when I found out about his affair and begged him to tell Amelia as soon as possible, he swore to me that Chase was his number one priority. That he didn’t want his son to feel abandoned. That he didn’t want Chase to lose his home. 
But it seems that Ethan doesn’t care anymore who he knocks down in his rampaging mid-life crisis. Well, I’m not helping him anymore. I kept his secret back then because I wanted to give him a chance to do the right thing, to fix his marriage if that’s what he wanted, or end it amicably if he still wanted out. But I’m not going to stick by his side as he hurts everyone around him. 
I’ll be his friend because friends don’t abandon each other in their time of need. But at this point, I think the best favor I can do him is calling out his bullshit.
Seeing Amelia so defeated this morning was hard. She looked like an empty shell of her former self. The old Amelia was a ray of sunshine. She was positive and chatty and made everyone around her feel better just by being there. And she’s always been careful with her appearance. Seeing her come to work in leggings, no makeup, her hair pulled back in a messy bun… It’s just not who she is. But the worst was the look in her eyes. Seeing those soft brown eyes devoid of joy nearly broke my heart.
I’m realizing just how bad of a friend I’ve been by staying away. I didn’t want to impose. I thought she might not want to see me. But if all her friends feel that way—because really, all of her friends are Ethan’s friends—then she’s been going through this alone. 
Her soft laugh carries in the wind. She’s walking and chatting with Claudia and looking more and more like her old self. I want to hit myself. It’s Amelia, of course she’s not going to feel better on her own. She needs people around her that love and support her. And she has those people, they’ve just been avoiding her.
Well, I for one am done with that.
Her cheeks are flushed, and I wonder if Claudia’s been passing her the flask too. 
The tourists and Amelia get back in their vans, and we make plans to meet at the Den. I rush out of there, pushing my truck to the limit of what it can handle on those small dirt roads. I need to get there before them.
I run from the parking lot to the pub.
It’s a quiet Wednesday morning inside with only a few regulars, mostly drinking coffee. Bryce is behind the bar, talking to Luke, who’s sitting on my favorite bar stool raising his beer to clink with Bryce.
He nods when he sees me. “Hey Blake, come cheer his last birthday before the big four-oh.”
I slap Luke on the back. Luke, Ethan, Wyatt, Garrett, and I have been best friends since kindergarten. We were all in the same class together. It’s rare in such a small town for so many kids to be the same age, and especially all boys. It bonded us for life. And when we were teenagers, Bryce, who’s three years younger, joined the group.
“I will.” I go behind the bar. “The tourists are coming here. I said I’d pay the first round. Where’s Charlotte?”
“In the back,” Bryce says, the humor gone from his face. “I sent her to do inventory. She can stay there. I can handle a group.”
“Good, because I’m sending her on an errand. Amelia’s coming.”
Bryce’s face lights up, and an uneasy feeling travels through my gut.
I go into the storage room.
Charlotte smiles brightly at me as I come in. “Hey Blake.”
She’s been sucking up ever since I found her and Ethan making out in the alley and discovered their secret.
“Hey. I need you to go pick up a couple crates of beer from the Pinecrest Brewery.”
I take out my wallet
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